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Signs and Symptoms of  
Child Sexual Abuse   

Signs of child sexual abuse can vary greatly, influenced by factors such as the child's age, 

developmental stage, the nature and frequency of the abuse and the relationship to the 

perpetrator.  

While certain physical, emotional, and behavioural changes may raise concerns, it is 

important to understand that these signs alone do not confirm abuse.  

Children and young people may exhibit signs of distress or trauma for a variety of 

reasons, including but not limited to sexual abuse. In some cases, there may be no clear 

signs at all.  

Every child’s experience with trauma is unique, and responses can differ widely.  

Signs & Symptoms that may indicate Child Sexual Abuse  

• Depression, anxiety, mood swings, or social withdrawal 

• Self-harm or suicidal thoughts 

• Poor self-care or hygiene 

• Substance abuse (e.g., alcohol, drugs) 

• Over-compliance or excessive desire to please 

• Increased aggression or anger 

• Running away from home 

• Desexualisation (e.g., wearing baggy clothes to hide gender) 

• Engaging in sexualised behaviours 

• Anxiety-related conditions  

• Disordered eating (e.g., anorexia, bulimia) 

• Fear or avoidance of specific people, places, or situations 

• Physical complaints (e.g., headaches, stomach-aches) 

• Bed wetting or soiling after being toilet trained 

• Changes in appetite or unexplained weight loss 

• Nightmares or sleep disturbances 

• Unexplained bruises on soft areas of the body (e.g., thighs, buttocks) 

• Changes in the genital area (e.g., redness, swelling, discharge) 

• Pain or discomfort when urinating 

• Behavioural issues (e.g., emotional outbursts, heightened aggression) 

• Regression in developmental milestones (e.g., delayed speech, walking) 

• Self-stimulatory behaviours (e.g., rocking, head banging) 

• Increased quietness or emotional distance, or excessive clinginess 

• New or unusual fears (e.g., fear of touch, being alone, certain people or places) 

• Difficulty concentrating, memory issues, or seeming distracted 

• Changes in eating, sleeping, or hygiene habits 

•  
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• Regressive behaviours (e.g., wanting to be treated like a younger child) 

• Showing knowledge of sexual behaviours beyond age or developmental stage 

• Sexual themes in artwork, play, or storytelling 

• Acting out (e.g., aggression, destruction, truancy) 

• Withdrawal from family, friends, or school 

• Asking vague questions or making unclear statements about "secrets," "games," or 

adult behaviours 

Children and teenagers may exhibit different symptoms based on their age, 

developmental stage, freedoms and abilities though some signs may overlap. It is 

important to remember that not every child will display all or any signs or symptoms, and 

each child’s response to trauma is unique.  

It is also important to remember that children and young people of all cultures, 

ethnicities, socioeconomic backgrounds, and ages can be affected by sexual abuse.  

It is crucial to remain attentive to any changes in behaviour and to take all disclosures 

seriously.  

Creating a supportive and non-judgmental environment encourages children and young 

people to share their experiences, ensuring they feel heard and validated. 

In the Northern Territory If you have reason to believe that a child has been, or is at risk 

of being, sexually abused, you are legally obligated to report your concerns. 

Reports can be made to: 

• Police – 131 444 

• Department of Children and Families – Central Intake Line – 1800 999 900 

If there is an immediate danger, contact Emergency Services on 000 immediately. 
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Sexual Violence Specialist Support in the Northern Territory 

 

Ruby Gaea Darwin Centre Against Sexual Violence     Phone (08) 8945 0155 

Free, confidential, community-based counselling in Darwin & Palmerston for victim/survivors and families.  
 

Sexual Assault Referral Centres NT 

 

Darwin         Phone (08) 8922 6472 

Katherine         Phone (08) 8973 8524 

Alice Springs         Phone (08) 8955 4500 

Tennant Creek        Phone (08) 8962 4361 

 
Free, confidential counselling / medical support for recent incidents of sexual assault 

Darwin and Alice Springs phone lines available 24/7 

_______________________________________________________________ 

24/7 Phone Help Lines: 

Northern Territory 

Sexual Assault Referral Centre (SARC)     Phone (08) 8922 6472 

Northern Territory Police       Phone 131 444 

Australia-Wide 

1800 RESPECT*         Phone 1800 737 732 

13 YARN (Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander People Crisis Support)  Phone 139 276 

Lifeline Crisis Support Service*      Phone 131 114  

Kids Helpline (5 to 25 years) *      Phone 1800 551 800 

Men’s Line         Phone 1300 789 978 
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Other Support Options: 

Blue Knot* (adult survivors childhood trauma & families) 9am-5pm Phone 1300 657 380 

Qlife* (LGBTIQ+ peer support) 3pm to 12am    Phone 1800 184 527 

* Services also provide webchat options 

 

Women’s Legal Services in the NT 

Top End Women's Legal Service (TEWLS)    Phone (08) 8982 3000 

Domestic Violence Legal Service (DVLS)    Phone (08) 8999 7977 

Katherine Women’s Information and Legal Service (KWILS) Phone (08) 8972 1712 

Central Australian Women’s Legal Service (CAWLS)   Phone (08) 8952 4055 

 


